Readings in American History Ii

THE TRAGIC LEGEND OF
RECONSTRUCTION

KENNETH M. STAMPP

KENNETH M. STAMPP i5s professor of American history at
the University of California (Berkeley) and a specialist on
the Civil War. He is the author of, among other books,
. The Peculiar Institution (1956) and And the War Came
(1950) . The present piece will form a chapter of his new
book, The Era of Reconstruction 1865 -1877, to be published
in February by Knopf. S

N much serious history, and in a durable
Ipopu]ar Iegend, two American epochs—

the Civil War and the reconstruction that fol-
lowed—bear an odd relationship to one another.
The Civil War, though admittedly a tragedy, is
nevertheless often described as a glorious time of
gallantry, noble self-sacrifice, and high idealism.
Even historians who have considered the war “need-
less” and have condemned the politicians of the
1850’s for blundering into it, once they passed
the firing on Fort Sumter, have usually written
with reverence about Civil War heroes—the
martyred Lincoln, the Christlike Lee, the intrepid
Stonewall Jackson, and many others in this galaxy
of demigods. :
Few, of course, are so innocent as not to know
that the Civil War had its seamy side. One can
hardly ignore the political opportunism, the graft
and profiteering in the filling of war contracts,
the military blundering and needless loss of lives,
the horrors of army hospitals and prison camps,
and the ugly depths as well as the nobility of
human nature that the war exposed with a fine
impartiality. These things cannot be ignored, but
they can be, and frequently are, dismissed as
something alien to the essence of the war years.
What was real and fundamental was the idealism
and the nobility of the two contending forces: the
Yankees struggling to save the Union, dying to
make men free; the Confederates fighting for
great constitutional principles, defending their
homes from invasion. Here, indeed, is one of the

secrets of the spell the Civil War has cast: it
involved high-minded Americans on both sides,

and there was glory enough to go around. This,

in fact, is the supreme synthesis of Civil War
historiography and the great balm that has healed
the nation’s wounds: Yankees and Confederates
alike fought bravely for what they believed to be
just causes. There were few villains in the drama.

But when the historian reaches the year 1865,
he must take leave of the war and turn to
another epoch, reconstruction, when the task was,
in Lincoln’s words, “to bind up the mnation’s
wounds” and “to do all which may achieve and
cherish a just and lasting peace.” How, until
recently, reconstruction was portrayed in both
history and legend, how sharply it was believed
to contrast with the years of the Civil War, is
evident in the terms that were used to identify it,
Various historians have called this phase of
American history “The Tragic Era,” “The
Dreadful Decade,” “The Age of Hate,” and “The
Blackout of Honest Government.” Reconstruc-
tion represented the ultimate shame of the
American people—as one historian phrased it,
“the nadir of national disgrace.” It was the epoch
that most Americans wanted to forget.

Claude Bowers, who divided his time between
politics and history, has been the chief dissemina-
tor of the traditional picture of reconstruction,
for his book, The Tragic Era, published in 1929,
has attracted more readers than any other dealing
with this period. For Bowers reconstruction was a
time of almost unrelieved sordidness in public
and private life; whole regiments of villains
march through his pages: the corrupt politicians
who dominated the administration of Ulysses S.
Grant; the crafty, scheming Northern carpet-
baggers who invaded the South after the war for
political -and economic plunder; the degraded
and depraved Southern scalawags who betrayed
their own people and collaborated with the
enemy; and the ignorant,” barbarous, sensual
Negroes who threatened to Africanize the South
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and destroy its Caucasian civilization.

Most of Bowers’s key generalizations can be

found in his preface. The years of reconstruction,
he wrote, “were years of fevolutionary turmoil,
with the elemental passions predominant.

The prevailing note was one of tragedy
Never have American public men in responsible
positions, directing the destiny of the nation, been
so brutal, hypocritical, and corrupt. The constitu-
tion was treated as a doormat on which politicians
and army officers wiped their feet after wading in
the muck. . . . The southern people literally were
put to the torture . . (by) rugged conspirators .
(who) assumed the pose of philanthropists and
patriots.” The popularity of Bowers's book stems
in part from the simplicity of his characters.
None is etched im shades of gray; none is
confronted with complex moral decisions. Like
characters in a Victorian romance, the Republi-
can leaders of the reconstruction era were evil
through and through, and the helpless, innocent
white men of the South were totally noble and
pure,

Ir BowErs’s PROSE is more vivid and his anger
more intense, his general interpretation of
reconstruction is only a slight exaggeration of a
point of view shared by most serious American
historians from the late 19th century until very
recently. Writing in the 1890's, James Ford
Rhodes, author of a multi-volumed history of the
United States since the Compromise of 1850,
branded the Republican scheme of reconstruction
as “‘repressive” and “uncivilized,” one that “pan-
dered to the ignorant negroes, the kravish white
natives and the vulturous adventurers who flocked
from the North.” About the same time Professor
John W. Burgess, of Columbia University, called
reconstruction the “most soul-sickening spectacle
that Americans had ever been called upon to
behold.” Early in the 20th century Professor
William A. Dunning, also of Columbia Univer-
sity, and a group of talented graduate students
wrote a series of monographs that presented a
crushing indictment of the Republican recon-
struction program in the South—a series that
made a deep and lasting impression on American
historians. In the 1930’, Professor James G.
Randall, of the University of Illinois, still writing
in the spirit of the Dunningites, described the
reconstruction era “as a time of party abuse, of
corruption, of vindictive bigotry.” “To use a
modern phrase,” said Randall, “government
under Radical Republican rule in the South had
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become a kind of ‘racket’ ” As late as 1947,
Professor E. Merton Coulter, of the Univeérsity of
Georgia, reminded critics of the traditional
interpretation that no “amount of revision can
write away the grievous mistakes made in this
abnormal period of American history.” Thus,
from Rhodes and Burgess and Dunning to
Randall and Coulter the central emphasis of most
historical writing about reconstruction has been
upon sordid motives and human depravity.
Somehow, during the summer of 1865, the
nobility and idealism of the war vears had died.

A synopsis of the Dunning School's version of
reconstruction would run something like this:
Abraham Lincoln, while the Civil War was still in
progress, turned his thoughts to the great problem
of reconciliation; and, “with malice toward none
and charity for all,” this gentle and compassionate
man devised a plan that would restore the South
to the Union with minimum humiliation and
maximum speed. But there had already emerged
in Congress. a faction of radical Republicans,
sometimes called Jacobins or Vindictives, who
sought to defeat Lincoln’s generous program.

Motivated by hatred of the South, by selfish
political ambitions, and by crass economic inter-
ests, the radicals tried to make the process of
reconstruction as humiliating, as difficult, and as
prolonged as they possibly could. Until Lincoln’s
tragic death, they poured their scorn upon him—
and then used his coffin as a political stump to
arouse the passions of the Northern electorate.

The second chapter of the Dunning version
begins with Andrew Johnson's succession to the
Presidency. Johnson, the old Jacksonian Unionist
from Tennessee, took advantage of the adjourn-
ment of Congress to put Lincoln’s mild plan of
reconstruction into operation, and it was a
striking success. In the summer and fall of 1865,
Southerners organized loyal state governments,
showed a willingness to deal fairly with their
former slaves, and in general accepted the out-
come of the Civil War in good faith, In
December, when Congress assembled, President
Johnson reported that the process of reconstruc-
tion was nearly completed and that the old Union
had been restored. But the radicals unfortunately
had their own sinister purposes: they repudiated
the governments Johnson had established in the
South, refused to seat Southern Senators and
Representatives, and then directed their fury
against the new President. After a year of bitter
controversy and political stalemate, the radicals,
resorting to shamefully dernagog1c tactics; won an
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overwhelming victory in the congressional elec-
tions of 1866.

Now, the third chapter and the final tragedy.
Riding roughshod over Presidential vetoes and
federal courts, the radicals put the South under
military occupation, gave the ballot to Negroes,
and formed new Southern state governments
dominated by base and corrupt men, black and
white. Not satisfied with reducing the South to
political slavery and financial bankruptcy, the
radicals even laid their obscene hands on the pure
fabric of the federal Constitution. They impeach-
ed President Johnson and came within one vote
of removing him from office, though they had no
legal grounds for such action. Next, they elected
Ulysses §. Grant President, and during his two
administrations they indulged in such an orgy of
corruption and so prostituted the civil service as
to make Grantism an enduring symbol of political
immorality.

The last chapter is the story of ultimate
redemption. Decent Southern white Democrats,
their patience exhausted, organized to drive the
Negroes, carpetbaggers, and scalawags from power,
peacefully if possible, forcefully if necessary. One
by one the Southern states were redeemed,
honesty and virtue triumphed, and the South's
natural leaders returned to power. In the spring
of 1877, the Tragic Era finally came to an end
when President Hayes withdrew the federal
troops from the South and restored home rule.
But the legacy of radical reconstruction remained

in the form of a solidly Democratic South and
embittered relations between the races.
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THIs POINT OF VIEW was rarely challenged until
the 1930’s, when a small group of revisionist
historians began to give new life and a new
direction to the study of reconstruction. The
revisionists are a curious lot who sometimes
quarrel with each other as much as they quarrel
with the disciples of Dunning. At various times
they have counted in their ranks Marxists of
various degrees of orthodoxy, Negroes seeking
historical vindication, skeptical white Southern-
ers, and latter-day Northern abolitionists. But
among them are numerous scholars who have the
wisdom to know that the history of an age is
seldom simple and clear-cut, seldom without its
tragic aspects, seldom without its redeeming
virtues.

Few revisionists would claim that the Dunning
interpretation of reconstruction is a pure fabrica-
tion. They recognize the shabby aspects of this

era: the corruption was real, the failures obvious,
the tragedy undeniable. Grant is not their idea
of a model President, nor are the Southern
carpetbag governments worthy of their unquali-
fied praise. They understand that the radical
Republicans were not all selfless patriots and that
Southern white men were not all Negro-hating
rebels. In short, they have not turned history on
its head, but rather, they recognize that much of
what Dunning's disciples have said about
reconstruction is true.

Revisionists, however, have discovered that the
Dunningites overlooked a great deal, and they
doubt that nobility and idealism suddenly died in
1865. They are neither surprised nor disillusioned
to find that the Civil War, for all its nobility,
revealed some of the ugliness of human nature
as well. And they approach reconstruction with
the confident expectation that here, too, every
facet of human nature will be exposed, They are
not satisfied with the two-dimensional characters
that Dunning’s disciples have painted.

What is perhaps most puzzling in the legend of
reconstruction is the notion that the white people
of the South were treated with umprecedented
brutality, that their conquerors, in Bowers's
colorful phrase, literally put them to the torture.
How, in fact, were they treated after the failure
of their rebellion against the authority of the
federal government? The great mass of ordinary
Southerners who voluntarily took up arms, or in
other ways supported the Confedéracy,! were re-
quired simply to take an oath of allegiance to
obtain pardon andWto regain their right to vote
and hold public office. But what of the Confeder-
ate leaders—the men who held high civil offices,
often after resigning similar federal offices; the
military leaders who had graduated from West
Point and had resigned commissions in the
United States Army to take commissions in the

Confederate Army? Were there mass arrests,
indictments for treason or conspiracy, trials and
convictions, executions or imprisonments? Nothing
of the sort. Officers of the Confederate Army were
paroled and sent home with their men. After
surrendering at Appomattox, General Lee bade
farewell to his troops and rode home to live his
remaining years undisturbed. Only one officer, a
\Captain Henry Wirtz, was arrested; and he was
tried, convicted, and executed, not for treason or
conspiracy, but for “‘war crimes.” Wirtz's alleged
oftense, for which the evidence was rather flimsy,
was the mistreatment of prisoners of war in the
military prison at Andersonville, Georgia.




Of the Confederate civil officers, a handful were
arrested at the close of the war, and there was
talk for a time of trying a few for treason. But
none, actually, was ever brought to trial, and all
but Jefferson Davis were released within a few
months, The former Confederate President was
held in prison for nearly two years, but in
1867 he, too, was released. With a few exceptions,
even the property of Confederate leaders was
untouched, save, of course, for the emancipation
of their slaves. Indeed, the only penalty imposed
on most Confederate leaders was a temporary
political disability provided in the Fourteenth
Amendment. But in 1872 Congress pardoned all
but a handful of Southerners; and soon former
Confederate civil and military leaders were serv-
ing as state ‘go'vernors,_ as members of Congress,
and even as Cabinet advisers of Presidents.

What, then, constituted the alleged brutality
that white Southerners endured? First, the free-
ing of their slaves; second, the brief incarceration
of a few Confederate leaders; third, a political
disability imposed for a few years on most
Confederate leaders; fourth, a relatively weak
military occupation terminated in 1877; and, last,
an attempt to extend the rights and privileges of
citizenship to Southern Negroes. Mistakes there
were in the implementation of these measures—
some of them serious—but brutality almost none.
In fact, it can be said that rarely in history have
the participants in an unsuccessful rebellion
endured penalties as mild as those Congress
imposed upon the people of the South, and
particularly upon their leaders. After four years
of bitter struggle costing hundreds of thousands of
lives, the .generosity of the federal government's
terms was quite remarkable.

If Northern brutality is a myth, the scandals of
the Grant administration and the peculations of
some of the Southern reconstruction governments
are sordid facts. Yet even here the Dunningites
are guilty of distortion by exaggeration, by a lack
of perspective, by. superficial analysis, and by
overemphasis. They make corruption a central
theme of their narratives, but they overlook
constructive accomplishments. They give insuffi-
cient attention to the men who transcended the
greed of an age when, to be sure, self-serving
politicians and irresponsible entrepreneurs were
all too plentiful. Among these men were the
humanitarians who organized Freedmen’'s Aid
Societies to help four million Southern Negroes
make the difficult transition from slavery to
freedom, and the missionaries and teachers who
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went into the South on slender budgets to build
churches and schools for the freedmen. Under
their auspices the Negroes first began to learn the
responsibilities and obligations of freedom. Thus
the training of Negroes for citizenship had its
successful beginnings in the years of reconstruc-
tion. ‘

In the 19th century most white Americans,
North and South, had reservations about the
Negro's potentialities—doubted that he had the
innate intellectual capacity and moral fiber of the
white man and assumed that after emancipation
he would be relegated to an inferior caste. But
some of the radical Republicans refused to believe
that the Negroes were innately inferior and
hoped passionately that they would confound
their critics. The radicals then had little empirical
evidence and no scientific evidence to support
their belief—nothing, in fact, but faith. Their
faith was derived mostly from their religion: ali
men, they said, are the sons of Adam and equal in
the sight of God. And if Negroes are equal to
white men in the sight of God, it is morally
wrong for white men to withhold from Negroes the
liberties and rights that white men enjoy. Here,
surely, was a projection into the reconstruction
era of the idealism of the abolitionist crusade and
of the Civil War. _

Radical idealism was in part responsible for
two of the most momentous enactments of the
reconstruction years: the Fourteenth Amendment
to the Federal Constitution which gave Negroes
citizenship and promised them equal protection
of the laws, and the Fifteenth Amendment
which gave them the right to vote. The fact that
these amendments could not have been adopted
under any other circumstances, or at any other
time, before or since, may suggest the crucial
importance of the reconstruction era in American
history. Indeed, without radical reconstruction, it
would be impossible to this day for the federal
government to protect Negroes from legal and
political discrimination.

IF ALL oF this is true, or even part of it, why was
the Dunning legend born, and why has it been so
durable? Southerners, of course, have contributed
much to the legend of reconstruction, but most
Northerners have found the legend quite accept-
able, Many of the historians who helped to create
it were Northerners, among them James Ford
Rhodes, William A. Dunning, Claude Bowers,
and James G. Randall. Thus the legend cannot
be explained simply in terms of a Southern
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literary or historiographical conspiracy, satisfying
as the legend has been 10 most white Southerners.
What we need to know is why it also satisfies
Northerners—how it became part of the intellec-
tual baggage of so many Northern historians. Why,
in short, was there for so many years a kind of
national, or inter-sectional, consensus that the
Civil War was America’s glory and reconstruction
her disgrace?

The Civil War won its place in the hearts of the
American people because, by the end of the 19th
century, Northerners were willing to concede that
Southerners had fought bravely for a cause that
they believed to be just; while Southerners,
with few exceptions, were willing to concede that
the outcome of the war was probably best for all
concerned. In an era of intense nationalism, both
Northerners and Southerners agreed that the
preservation of the federal Union was essential
to the future power of the American people.
Southerners could even say now that the abolition
of slavery was one of the war's great blessings—

- not so much, they insisted, because slavery was an
injustice to the Negroes but because it was a
grievous burden upon the whites. By 1886, Henry
W. Grady, the great Georgia editor and spokes-
man for a New South, could confess to a New
York audience: “I am glad that the omniscient
God held the balance of battle in His Almighty
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hand, and that human slavery was swept forever -

from American soil—the American Union saved
from the wreck of war.” Soon Union and
Confederate veterans were holding joint reunions,
exchanging anecdotes, and sharing their senti-
mental memories of those glorious war years. The
Civil War thus took its position in the center of
American folk mythology.

That the reconstruction era elicits neither pride
nor sentimentality is due only in part to its moral
delinquencies—remember, those of the Civil War
years can be overlooked. It is also due to the
white American’s ambivalent attitude toward race
and toward the steps that radical Republicans
took to protect the Negroes. Southern white men
accepted the Thirteenth Amendment to the
Constitution, which abolished slavery, with a
minimum of complaint, but they expected federal
intervention to proceed no further than that.

They assumed that the regulation of the freed-

men would be left to the individual states; and
clearly most of them intended to replace slavery
with a caste system that would keep the Negroes
perpetually subordinate to the whites. Negroes
were to remain a dependent laboring class; they

were to be governed by a separate code of laws;
they were to play no active part in the South's
political life; and they were to be segregated
-socially. When radical Republicans used federal
power to interfere in these matters, the majority
of Southern white men formed a resistance move-
ment to fight the radical-dominated state govern-
ments until they were overthrown, after which
Southern whites established a caste system in
defiance of federal statutes and constitutional

amendments. For many decades thereafter the
federal government simply admitted defeat and
acquiesced; but the South refused to forget or
forgive those years of humiliation when Negroes
came close to winning equality. In Southern
mythology, then, reconstruction was a horrid
nightmare.

As for the majority of Northern white men, it
is hard to tell how deeply they were concerned
about the welfare of the American Negro after the
abolition of slavery. If one were to judge from the
way they treated the small number of free Negroes
who resided in the Northern states, one might
conclude that they were, at best, indifférent to the
problem—and that a considerable number of them
shared the racial attitudes of the South and
preferred to keep Negroes in a subordinate caste,
For a time after the Givil War the radical
Republicans, who were always 2 minority group,
persuaded the Northern electorate that the
ultimate purpose of Southern white men was to
rob the North of the fruits of victory and to
re-establish slavery and that federal intervention
was therefore essential. In this manner radicals
won approval of, or acquiescence in, their pro-
gram to give civil rights and the ballot to
Southern Negroes. Popular support for the radical
program waned rapidly, however, and by the
middle of the 1870's it had all but vanished. In
1875 a Republican politician confessed that
Northern voters were tired of the “worn-out cry
of ‘southern outrages,’” and they wished that
“'the ‘nigger,’ the ‘everlasting nigger’ were in—
Africa.” As Northerners ceased to worry about the
possibility of another Southern rebellion, they
became increasingly receptive to criticism of
radical reconstruction.

The eventual disintegration of the radical
phalanx, those root-and-branch men who, for a
time, seemed bent on engineering a sweeping
reformation of Southern society, was another
important reason for the denigration of recon-
struction in American historiography. To be sure,
some .of the radicals, especially those who had



been abolitionists before the war, never lost faith
in the Negro, and in the years after reconstruction
they stood by him as he struggled to break the
intellectual and psychological fetters he had
brought with him out of slavery. Other radicals,
however, lost interest in the cause—tired of reform
and spent their declining years writing their
memoirs. Still others retained their crusading zeal
but became disenchanted with radical reconstruc-
tion and found other crusades more attractive:
civil service reform, or tariff reform, or defense of
the gold standard. In 1872 they repudiated Grant
and joined the Liberal Republicans; in subse-
quent years they considered themselves to be
political independents.

This latter group had been an important
element in the original radical coalition. Most of
them were respectable, middle-class people in
comfortable economic circumstances, well educat-
ed and highly articulate, and acutely conscious of
their obligation to perform disinterested public
service. They had looked upon Senator Charles
Sumner of Massachusetts as their political spokes-

man, and upon Edwin L. Godkin of the New

York Nation as their editorial spokesman. Like

most radicals they had believed that the Negro
 was what slavery had made him; give the Negro
- equal rights and he would be quickly transformed
into an industrious and responsible citizen. With
the radical - reconstruction program fairly
launched, they had looked forward to swift and
dramatic results,

But reconstruction was not as orderly and the
Negro's progress was not nearly as swift and
dramatic as these reformers had seemed to expect.
The first signs of doubt came soon after the
radicals won control of reconstruction policy,
when the Nation warned the Negroes that the
government had already done all it could {for
them. They were now, said the Nation, “on the

dusty and rugged highway of competition”;-

henceforth ‘“‘the removal of white prejudice
against the Negro depends almost entirely on the
Negro himself.” By 1870 this bellwether of the
‘reformers viewed with alarm the disorders and
irregularities in the states governed by Negroes
and carpetbaggers; by 1871 it proclaimed: ““The
experiment has totally failed. . . . We owe it to
human nature to say that worse governments have
seldom been seen in a civilized country.” And
three years later, looking at South Carolina, the
Nation pronounced the ultimate epithet: “This
is . . . socialism.” Among the former radicals
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associated with the Nation in these years of tragic
disillusionment were three prewar abolitionists:
Edmund Quincy of Massachusetts, James Miller
McKim of Pennsylvania, and the Reverend O. B,
Frothingham of New York.

Finally, in 1890, many years after the recon-
struction governments had collapsed, the Nation,
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* still accurately reflecting the state of mind of the

disenchanted reformers, made a full confession of

its past errors. “There is,” said the Nation, “a
rapidly growing sympathy at the North with

Southern perplexity over the negro problem. . .,

Even those who were not shocked by the carpet-
bag experiment . . . are beginning to. ‘view with
alarm’ the political prospect created by the in-
crease of the negro population, and by the
continued inability of southern society to absorb
or assimilate them in any sense, physical, social,
or political. . . . The sudden admission to the
suffrage of a million of the recently emancipated
slaves belonging to the least civilized race in the
world . . . was a great leap in the dark, the
ultimate consequences of which no man now liv-
ing can foresee, No nation has ever done this, or
anything like this for the benefit of aliens of any
race or creed. Who or what is . . . [the Negro]

that we should put the interest of the 55,000,000
whites on this continent in peril for his sake?”
Editor Godkin answered his own question in a
letter to another one-time radical: “Ido not see . ..
how the negro is ever to be worked into a system
of government for which you and I would have
much respect.” :

ActuALLY, neither the obvious' shortcomings of
reconstruction nor an objective view of the
Negro's progress in the years after emancipation
can wholly explain the disillusionment of so many
former radicals. Rather, their changed attitude
toward the Negro and the hostile historical
interpretation of reconstruction that won their
favor were in part the product of social trends
that severely affected the old American middle
classes with whom most of them were identified.
These trends had their origin in the Industrial
Revolution; they were evident in the early 19th
century but were enormously accelerated after the
Civil War. Their institutional symbols were the
giant manufacturing and railroad corporations.

In the new age of industrial enterprise there

-seemed to be no place for the old families with

their genteel culture and strong traditions of dis-
interested public service. On the one hand, they
were overshadowed by new and powerful indus-
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trial capitalists whose economic strength brought
with it vast political influence. Legislative bodies
became arenas in which the political vassals of
oil, steel, and railroad barons struggled for
special favors, while the interests of the public—
and the old middle classes liked to think of
themselves as the public—counted for nothing.
On the other hand, they were threatened by the
immigrants who came to America to work in the
mines and mills and on the railroads—Italians,
Slavs, and Jews from Poland and Russia. The
immigrants crowded into the tenements of eastern
cities, responded to the friendly overtures of
urban political bosses, and used their ballots to
evict the old middle-class families from power.
Here was a threat to the traditional America that
these families had loved—and dominated; to that
once vigorous American nationality that was
Protestant, Anglo-Saxon, and pure. Henry James
commented bitterly about the people he met on
Boston Common during a stroll one Sunday
afternoon: “No sound of English, in a single
instance escaped their lips; the greater number
spoke a rude form of Italian, the others some
outland dialect unknown to me. . . . The types
and faces bore them out; the people before me
were gross aliens to 2 man, and they were in
serene and triumphant possession.”

Soon the new immigrant groups had become
the victims of cruel racial stereotypes. Taken
collectively it would appear that they were, among
other things, innately inferior to the Anglo-Saxons
in their intellectual and physicat traits, dirty and
immoral in their habits, inclined toward crimi-
nality, receptive to dangerous political beliefs, and
shiftless and irresponsibie.

In due time, those who repeated these stereo-
types awoke to the realization that what they
were saying was not really very original—that, as a
matter of fact, these generalizations were precisely
the ones that Southern white men had been
making about Negroes for years. And, in their
extremity, the old middle classes of the North
looked with new understanding upon the prob-
lems of the beleaguered white men of the South.
Perhaps all along Southerners had understood the
problem better than they. Here, then, was a
crucial part of the intellectual climate in which
the Dunning interpretation of reconstruction was
written. It was written at a time when xenophobia
had become almost a national disease, when the
immigration restriction movement was getting
into high gear, when numerous Northern cities
(among them Philadelphia and Chicago) were

seriously considering the establishment of racially
segregated schools, and when Negroes and im-
migrants were being lumped together in the
category of unassimilable aliens.

Several other attitudes, prevalent in the late
19th century, encouraged an interpretation of
reconstruction that condemned radical Republi-
cans for meddling in Southern race relations. The
vogue of social Darwinism discouraged governmen-
tal intervention in behalf of Negroes as well as
other underprivileged groups; it encouraged the
belief that a solution to the race problem could
only evolve slowly as the Negroes gradually
improved themselves. A rising spirit of national-
ism stimulated a- desire for sectional reconcilia-
tion, and part of the price was a virtual
abdication of federal responsibility for the pro-
tection of the Negro's civil and political rights.
An outburst of imperialism manifested in the
Spanish-American War and the annexation of the
Hawaiian Islands, found one of its principal
justifications in the notion that Anglo-Saxons
were superior to other peoples, especially when it
came to politics. In the words of Senator Albert
J. Beveridge of Indiana: “God has not been
preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic
people for a thousand years for nothing but vain
and idle self-admiration. No! He has made us the
master organizers of the world to establish system
where chaos reigns. . . . He has made us adepts in
government that we may. administer government
among savages and senile peoples.”” What folly,
then, to expect Italians and Slavs to behave like
Anglo-Saxons—or to accept the sentimental doc-
trine that Negroes deserve to be given the same
political rights as white men!

Finally, at this critical juncture, sociologists,
anthropologists, and psychologists presented what
they regarded as convincing evidence of innate
racial traits—evidence indicating that Negroes
were intellectually inferior to whites and had
distinctive emotional characteristics. The social
scientists thus supplied the racists of the late 19th
and early 20th centuries with something that
ante-bellum pro-slavery writers had always lacked:
a respectable scientific argument. When, in 1916,
Madison Grant, an amateur cultural anthropolo-
gist, published The Passing of the Great Race,
his racism was only a mild caricature of a point of
view shared by numerous social scientists. Exam-
ining the history of the United States, Grant easily
detected her tragic blunder:

Race consciousness . . . in the United States,
down to and including the Mexican War, seems




to have been very strongly developed among
native Amencans, and it still remains in full
vigor today in the South, where the presence of
a large negro populatmn forces this question
upon the daily attention of the whites. . . . In
New England, however . . . there appeared early
in the last century a wave of sentimentalism,
which at that time took up the cause of the
negro, and in so doing apparently destroyed, to
a large extent, pride and consciousness of race in
the North. The agitation over slavery was inimi-
cal to the Nordic race, because it thrust aside all
“national opposition to the intrusion of hordes
of immigrants of inferior racial value, and pre-
vented the fixing of a definite American type. .
The native American by the middle of the nme-
teenth century was rapidly becoming a distinct
type. . . . The Civil War, however, put a severe,
pcrhaps fatal, check to the development and
expansion of this splendid type, by destroying
great numbers of the best breeding stock on both
sides, and by breaking up the home ties of many

more. If the war had not occurred these same -

men with their descendants would have popu-
lated the Western States instead of the racial
nondescripts who are now flocking there.

In this social atmosphere, armed with the
knowledge of race that the social scientists had
given them, historians exposed the folly of radical

" reconstruction. At the turn of theé century, James

Ford Rhodes, that intimate friend of New
England Brahmins, gave his verdict on Negro
suffrage—one that the Dunningites would soon
develop into the central assumption, the control-
ling generalization, of the reconstruction legend.
“No large policy in our country,” concluded
Rhodes, “has ever been so conspicuous a failure

‘high order of 'intelligence
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as that of forcing universal negro suffrage upon
the South. . .. From the Republican policy came
no real good to the negroes. Most of them
developed no political capacity, and the few who
raised themselves above the mass did not reach a
The negro's
political activity is rarely of a nature to identify
him with any movement on a high plane.

{He) has been polltlcally a failure and he could
not have been otherwise.”

In the course of time the social scientists
drastically revised their notions about race, and
in recent years most of them have been striving to
destroy the éerrors in whose creation they them-
selves played so crucial a part. As ideas about
race have changed, historians-have become in-
creasingly critical of the Dunning interpretation
of reconstruction. These changes, together with a
great deal of painstaking research, have produced
the revisionist writing of the past generation. It is
dangerous, of course, for a historian to label
himself as a revisionist, for his ultimate and
inevitable fate is one day to have his own
revisions revised.

But that has never discouraged revisionists, and
we may hope that it never will, especially those
who have been rewriting the. history .of the.
reconstruction era. One need not be disturbed
about the romantic nonsense that still fills the
minds of many Americans about their Civil War.
This folklore is essenually harmless. But the
legend of reconstruction is another matter. It has
had serious consequences, because it has exerted a
powerful influence upon the political behavior of
many white men, North and South. '



